Adolescence is a time of major transitions and rapid changes, when young people develop many habits, patterns of behavior, and relationships that affect not only the functioning and opportunities of adolescents themselves, but also the future quality of their adult lives. Nearly 42 million adolescents aged 10-19 reside in the United States, most of whom are healthy. But all too frequently, young people engage in risky behavior, develop unhealthy habits, or have chronic conditions that can jeopardize their immediate health and safety and contribute to poor health in future years. The three leading causes of death in adolescents-motor vehicle crashes, homicide, and suicide-are all tied to risky or unhealthful behaviors. As well, adolescence is a critical period for developing positive habits and skills that create a strong foundation for healthy lifestyles and behavior over the full life span.
The health services system has an important role to play in promoting healthful behavior, managing health conditions, and preventing disease during adolescence. Yet health services and settings in the United States today are not designed to help many young people during those critical years. For example, more than one third of adolescents with current behavioral problems that require treatment or counseling do not receive mental health services. While many adolescents have access to private-office based primary care services, such services are not suited to their particular behavioral and developmental needs.
To address these issues, the National Research Council (NRC) and the Institute of Medicine (IOM), through the NRC-IOM Board on Children, Youth, and Families, conducted a study on health services for adolescents ages 10-19 in the United States. With funding from The Atlantic Philanthropies, a committee of experts highlighted critical health needs of adolescents, promising models of health services, and components of care that could strengthen and improve health services for adolescents and contribute to healthy adolescent development. Several behavioral and contextual characteristics influence the ways in which adolescents approach and interact with health care services, providers, and settings. When these characteristics are explicitly addressed in the design of health services for adolescents, such services can offer high-quality care that is particularly attuned to the needs of this age group. 
Development matters

What are critical features of good adolescent health services?
The World Health Organization has developed five criteria for quality health services, which can be applied to adolescent health care:
• Accessible. Policies and procedures ensure that services are broadly available.
• Acceptable. Policies and procedures consider culture and relationships to foster a climate of engagement.
• Appropriate. Health services fulfill the needs of all young people.
• Effective. Health services reflect evidence-based standards of care and professional guidelines.
• Equitable. Policies and procedures do not restrict the provision of and eligibility for services.
For many adolescents, health services are not accessible, acceptable, appropriate, effective, or equitable.
Where do We stand today?
On the basis of an extensive review of research, site visits, and public input, the committee concludes:
1. Most adolescents are thriving, but many engage in risky behavior, develop unhealthful habits, and experience physical and mental health conditions that can jeopardize their immediate health and contribute to poor health in adulthood.
2. Although many current models of health services for adolescents exist, there is insufficient evidence to indicate that any one approach of health services for adolescents achieves significantly better results than others.
3. Health services for adolescents currently consist of separate programs and services that are often highly fragmented, poorly coordinated, and delivered in multiple public and private settings.
4. Health services for adolescents are poorly equipped to meet the disease prevention, health promotion, and behavioral health needs of all adolescents. Instead, adolescent health services are focused mainly on the delivery of care for acute conditions, such as infections and injuries, or special care addressing specific issues, such as contraception or substance abuse.
5. Large numbers of adolescents are uninsured or have inadequate health insurance, which can lead to a lack of access to regular primary care, as well as limited behavioral, medical, and dental care.
One result of such barriers and deficits is poor health.
6. Health care providers working with adolescents frequently lack the necessary skills to interact appropriately and effectively with this age group. 
